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EpwiN LINK'S UNUSUAL DEVICE

In the winter of 1934 President Franklin Roosevelt had a
problem. Pilots in the U.S. Army Air Corps—by-all accounts
the military’s most skilled, combat-ready airmen—were dy-
ing in crashes. On February 23 a pilot drowned-when he
Janded off the New Jersey coast; another was killed when his
plane cartwheeled into a Texas ditch.. On March 9 four more
pilots died when their planes crashed in Florida, Ohio, and
Wyoming, The carnage was not caused by a war. The pilots
were simply trying to fly through winter storms, delivering
the U.S. mail.

‘The crashes could be traced to a corporate scandal. A re-
cent Senate investigation had:exposed a multimillion-dollar
price-fixing scheme among theicommercial airlines contracted
to carty the U.S. mail. President Roosevelt had swiftly re-
sponded by canceling the contracts. To take over mail deliv-
ery, the president called upon the Air Corps, whose generals
were eager to demonstrate their pilots’ willingness and brav-
ery. (They also wanted to show Roosevelt that the Air Corps
deserved the status of a full military. branch, equal to the

Army and Navy.) Those generals were mostly right about Air

a
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Corps pilots: they were willing, and they were brave. But in
the harsh. winter storms of 1934, Air Cotps pilots kept crash-
ing. Eatly on the morning.of March 10, after the ninth pilot
died in twenty days, FDR surnmoned General Benjamin
Foulois, commander of the Air Corps, to the White House.
“General,” the president said fiercely, “when are these, airmail
killings going to stop?”

It was a good question, one that Roosevelt might have di-
rected at the whole enterprise of pilot training. Early pilot
training was built on the bedrock belief that good pilots are
born, not made. Most programs followed an identical proce-
dure: the instructor would take the prospective student up in
the plane and execute a series of loops and rolls. If the student
did not get sick, he was deemed to have the capability to be-
come a pilot and, after several weeks of ground school, was
gradually allowed to handle the controls. Trainees learned by
taxiing, or “penguin-hopping” in stubby-winged crafts, or
they flew and hoped. (Lucky Lindy’s nickname' was. well
carned.) The system didn’t work too well. Eatly fatality rates
at some Army aviation schools approached 25-percent; in 1912
eight of the fourteen U.S. Army pilots died in crashes. By
1934 techniques and technology had been refined but training
remained primitive. The Airmail Fiasco, as Roosevelt’s prob-
lem swiftly became known, raised the question pointedly: was
there a better way to learn to fly?

The answer came from an unlikely source: Edwin Albert
Link, Jr., the son of a piano and organ maker from Bingham-
ton, New York, who grew up wotking at his father’s factory.
Skinny, beak-nosed, and epically stubborn, Link was a tin-
kerer by nature. When he was sixteen, he fell in love with fly-
ing and took a $50 lesson from Sydney Chaplin (half brother
of the movie star). “For the better part of that hour we did
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loops and spinsand buzzed everything in sight,” Link later re-

called. “Thank heaven I.didn’t get sick, but when we got
down, I hadn’t touiched the controls at all. 1 thought, “That’s a
hell of a way to teach someone to fly."” '

Link’s fascination grew. He started hanging around local
barnstormers, cadging lessons. Link’s father didn’t appreciate
his interest in flying—he briefly fired young Edwin from his
job at the organ factory when he found out about it But Link
kept at it, eventually purchasing a four-seat Cessna. All the
while his tinkerer’s mind kept circling the notion of improv-
ing pilot training. In 1927, seven years after his initial lesson
with Chaplin, Link went to work. Borrowing bellows and
pneumatic pumps {rom the organ factory, he built a device
that compressed the key elements’ of a plane into a space
slightly roomier than a bathtub. It featured stubby-prehensile
wings, a tiny tail, an instrument panel, and an electric motor
that made the device roll, pitch, and yaw in response to the pi-
lot controls. A small light -on the nose lit up whenthe pilot
made an error. Link christened it the Link Aviation Trainer
and put up an advertisement: he would teach regular flying
and instrument flying—thatis, the ability to fly blind through
fog.and storms while relying on gauges alone. He would teach
pilots to fly in half the time of regular training and at a frac-
tion of the cost. ' ' ‘

To say that the world overlooked Link’s trainer wouldn’t
be accurate. The truth was, the world looked at it and issued a

" resounding and conclusive no. No one he approached seemed

interested in Link’s device—not the military. academies, not
private flying schools, not even barnstormers. After all, how
could you learn to fly in a-child’s toy? No less an authority
than the U.S. Patent Office declared Link’s trainer a “novel,

profitable amusement device.” And so it seemed destined to -
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become. While Link sold fifty trainers to amusement parks
and penny arcades, only two reached actual training facilities:
one he sold to a Navy airfield in Pensacola, Florida, and an-
other he loaned to the New Jersey National Guard unit in
Newark. By the early 1930s Link was reduced to hauling one
of his trainers on a flatbed truck to county fairgrounds, charg-
ing twenty-five cents a ride.

When the Airmail Fiasco hit in the winter of 1934, how-
ever,a group of Air Corps brass grew desperate. Casey Jones,
a veteran pilot who had trained many of the Army pilots, re-
called Link’s trainer and persuaded a group of Air Corps offi-
cers to take a second look. In early March, Link was summoned
to fly from his'home in Cortland, New York, to Newark to
demonstrate the trainer he’d loaned to the National Guard.
The appointed day was cloudy, with zero visibility, nasty
winds,-and driving rain. The Air Corps commanders, by now
familiar with the possible outcomes of such hazards, surmised
that no pilot, no matter how brave or skilled, could possibly
fly in such weather. They were just leaving the field when they
heard a telitale drone overhead in the clouds, steadily de-’
scending, Link’s plane appeared as a ghost, materializing only
a few feet above the runway, kissed down with a perfect land-
ing, and taxied up to the surprised generals. The skinny fellow
did not look like Lindbergh, but he flew like him—and on in-
struments, no less. Link proceeded to demonstrate his trainer,
and in -one of the first recorded instances of nerd power
trumping military tradition, the officers understood its poten~
tial, The generals ordered the first shipment of Link trainers.
Seven years later, Wotld War II began, and with it the need
to transform thousands of unskilled youth into pilots as
quickly and safely as possible. That need was answered by ten
thousand Link trainers; by the end of the war, a half-million
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airmen had logged millions of. hours in what they fondly
called “The Blue Box.”* In 1947 the ‘Air Corps became the
U.S. Air Force, and Link went on to build simulators for jets,
bombers, and the lunar module for the Apollo mission.

- Edwin Link's trainer worked so well for the same reason
you scored 300 percent better on Bjork’s blank-letter test.
Link’s trainer' permitted pilots to practice more deeply, to
stopy struggle, make errors, and learn from'them. During a
few hours ina Link trainer, a pilot could “take off  and “land™
adozen times on instruments. He could dive, stall, and recover,
spending hours inhabiting the sweet spot at the edge of his ca-
pabilities in ways he could never tisk in an actual plane. The
Air Corps pilots who trained {n Links were no braver or smarter
than.the ones who crashed. They simply had the opportumty
to. practice more deeply.

" This idea of deep practice makes perfect sense in train-
ing for dangerous jobs like those of fighter pilots and astro-
nauts. It gets interesting, however, when we apply it to other
kinds of -skills. Like, for instance, those of Brazil’s soccer
players.

BRAZIL’S SECRET WEAPON

A
"LTke*many spotts- faﬁ%ggound the world, soccér cgg;hﬁ1n1€1f
llffgrd WS fascf‘a‘teel by%ierﬁmﬂal-skﬂls -of-Bfazilian

- socger playefs fl}nﬁlgmost— Fans, however, he decided t0'80 to—
B % to-sec’if he could find out how they’ "‘velepec[,those o

*The mlIltary s regard for the efficacy of Link’s trainers apparently went only so far.

Link was permitted ta sell hundreds of his devices to Japan, Germany, and the USSR in
-the years leading up to World War II, creating a situation vwhere both sides in many dog~
fights were, training-wise, evenly matched.
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